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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
 Before taking any action on the issues raised in the Assigned Commissioner’s 

Ruling on November 14, 2007, the Commission must keep in mind the primary reason 

why this proceeding was re-initiated: the low response rates in the LifeLine certification 

and verification processes.1  In this phase of the proceeding, the Commission first 

considered short-term solutions to the challenges that resulted after the implementation of 

D.05-04-026 and D.05-12-013.  The Commission now turns to considering long-term 

strategies.  However, as Joint Consumers2 demonstrate below, two proposed strategies, 

prequalification and the elimination of income-based enrollment, do not address any of 

the causes for the low response rates.  Moreover, these two strategies would actually 

deter many eligible participants from applying for LifeLine, or remove options through 

which they could demonstrate eligibility, contradicting the initial rationale for the re-

initiation of this proceeding.  The Commission cannot rely on unsupported assertions of 

greater efficiency or reduced costs over clear indications that these strategies will deny 

eligible people the LifeLine benefit.  The Commission should decline to enact these 

drastic long term strategies before the parties to this proceeding can observe the results of 

the short-term strategies enacted in the earlier phase, or before the response rates for the 

certification and verification processes improve.  

                                                 
1 See Assigned Commissioner’s Ruling Temporarily Suspending Portions of General Order 153 Relating to 
the Annual ULTS/California LifeLine Verification Process, filed November 1, 2006, p. 1 (“We are 
experiencing a very low response rate to the LifeLine verification notice, which results in significant 
numbers of current LifeLine customers being removed from the program. This hiatus in the verification 
process will allow staff and interested parties an opportunity to isolate the reasons for the low response rate 
and to take steps to solve the problem.”); see also Assigned Commissioner’s Ruling Setting Scope of Phase 
2, filed November 14, 2007, pp. 1-2. 
2 Joint Consumers consists of Disability Rights Advocates, Latino Issues Forum, National Consumer Law 
Center, and The Utility Reform Network. 
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 While opposing these counterproductive suggestions, Joint Consumers support 

strategies that are actually directed at improving response rates and increasing 

enrollment.  The Commission should develop means of coordinating the LifeLine 

enrollment process with other low-income programs.  Joint Consumers suggest short-

term steps that may be enacted immediately, as well as long-term steps that need further 

consideration.  Joint Consumers also support and suggest parameters for a web-based 

system of enrollment.  These measures advance the purpose of this proceeding as well as 

the universal service principles of the LifeLine program. 

 
II. PREQUALIFICATION IS NOT THE SOLUTION TO ANY VERIFIED 

PROBLEM WITH LIFELINE 
 

A. General Issues Concerning Prequalification 
 

As the Commission and parties to this proceeding are well aware, the LifeLine 

program was created to keep low income customers connected to the phone network.3  It 

would defeat the purpose of the program if the Commission were to increase the up front 

costs of phone service for every LifeLine applicant.  But that is just what would happen 

under prequalification.  While advocates for prequalification can point to the current 

threat of back billing experienced by those customers who do not ultimately qualify for 

LifeLine, there is no denying that prequalification raises the cost of the program for 

everyone who applies to participate.  While customers who eventually qualify for 

LifeLine may ultimately get some of their money back in the form of a credit on their 

bill, once that money is paid to the carrier (in some cases almost $100) it cannot be used 

                                                 
3 “Every means should be employed by the commission and telephone corporations operating within 
service areas which furnish LifeLine telephone service to ensure that every person qualified to receive 
LifeLine telephone service is informed of and is afforded the opportunity to subscribe to that service.” Cal. 
Public Util. Code § 871.5(c). 
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for food, medicine or other necessities, requiring the low income customer to make a 

tough choice.   

Joint Consumers understand that neither scenario -- the back billing associated 

with unsuccessful applicants who are given the LifeLine discount on first contact or the 

up front costs associated with prequalification -- is ideal.  But based on the Opening 

Comments, Joint Consumers point out that there is not enough record evidence or policy 

justification to move to a prequalification system today.  While carriers talk informally 

about back billing problems of up to $100 per customer, none of the carriers’ Opening 

Comments attempted to document or quantify their own customers’ experience with back 

billing.  Further, there is no evidence that the back billing going on today is the result of a 

systemic, permanent situation that must be addressed in a radical manner.4  While 

everyone can agree that the past year has seen several bumps in the process, causing 

some customers to experience high back billing, there is no indication that this problem 

will continue once the current processes that have been refined through substantial work 

and effort by the Commission, the carriers, consumer groups, and Solix, are allowed to 

work properly.  Joint Consumers also note that due to complications with the LifeLine 

marketing contracting process, there has been a delay in the rollout of robust LifeLine 

marketing.  The marketing contract RFP will be reissued in the near future, so it will be 

months, at best, before California’s low-income consumers will begin to benefit from 

aggressive education and outreach on the revamped LifeLine program. This is not to take 

                                                 
4 AT&T and Verizon, in their Opening Comments, stated that 50% of certification applicants are ultimately 
deemed ineligible. (Verizon Opening at p.3, AT&T Opening at p.1.)  However, many of those 50% are 
people that did not complete the application process successfully.  Everyone’s goal is to have that number 
drastically reduced by increasing consumer education on the process, facilitating the process through web 
applications and possibly tweaking the system so the process is smoother.  It is also unclear how many of 
these ineligible customers are really the victim of poor recordkeeping and other hiccups in the system over 
which the customer has no control.  These problems should all be reduced over time.    
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away from the important and good work of the parties who have made substantial efforts 

to reach out to existing LifeLine customers, but much work remains to be done regarding 

outreach and education, especially on eligibility criteria and the consequences for failure 

to complete the application process.    

Cox not only agrees that the process needs to be left to work on its own before 

making significant changes, but points out other concerns with the proposed move to 

prequalification.  In its Opening Comments, Cox provides the frank observation that the 

ongoing instability in the program has made it difficult for carriers to implement the 

program, requiring significant resources to fix the practices and procedures.5  To 

introduce yet another significant change at this juncture would be imprudent, especially 

because, as Cox notes, the need for the change has not been proven. In addition, Cox 

points out that the Commission is considering significant changes to the program in other 

dockets that should be completed before a move to prequalification is made.  Finally, Cox 

believes more work needs to be done to determine if a prequalification system would 

benefit the consumers.  Joint Consumers wholeheartedly agree on these points and urge 

the Commission to weigh them heavily. 

If the current certification and verification processes are shown to be the problem 

(e.g. long application processing time that allows ineligible customers to accumulate 

large amounts of improper discounts), then the processes should be reviewed and 

changed.  As stated in Opening Comments, the proposal to impose a prequalification 

requirement is a drastic change that will adversely affect every single applicant to the 

LifeLine program.  However, back billing concerns only affect those ultimately found 

ineligible.  The Commission should not use a sledgehammer to fix something that may 
                                                 
5 Cox Opening at p. 3. 
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more appropriately require a scalpel, and should look to a more limited solution to the 

back billing problem such as changes to the application time line.   

B. Joint Consumer Responses to Specific Issues Regarding 
Prequalification Raised in Opening Comments 

 
i. Prequalification is not mandatory 

 
In its Opening Comments, Verizon claims that the Commission is legally 

obligated to change to a prequalification system for income-eligible applicants.6  As 

pointed out by Cox in its Opening Comments, this issue was exhaustively debated in 

previous phases of this proceeding, and a first contact process was found to be in 

compliance with the FCC’s rules.7  In D.05-12-013, adopted in this docket, the 

Commission included Conclusion of Law 2: 

The FCC’s rules allow us the flexibility to craft a California approach that 
will allow customers to be enrolled at the point of the first customer 
contact. 

 
Joint Consumers understand that Commission staff worked with the FCC staff 

and reached a mutual understanding that first contact processes would satisfy the 

federal rules.  The legal issue is settled on this point and supports first contact.   

ii. Verizon’s Affordability Study should be given little weight 
 

In support of prequalification, Verizon cites to a 2004 Affordability Study to 

claim that low income customers can afford to pay additional money up front when 

signing up for service.8  In other dockets, TURN has strongly criticized the use and 

analysis of this study by Verizon.  Verizon and AT&T have used this Study in other 

proceedings to try to support their claims that customers can pay more for phone service, 

                                                 
6 Verizon Opening at p. 4. 
7 Cox Opening at p. 2. 
8 Verizon Opening at p. 5 
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including higher non-recurring charges.  In R.06-05-028, the Commission’s docket on 

Public Purpose Programs, TURN’s expert, Dr. Trevor Roycroft, filed an Affidavit that 

not only discussed the limitations of the Study generally, but also concluded that Verizon 

“misquotes or misinterprets important information contained therein.”9  The Commission 

should give limited weight to Verizon’s use of the Study in this proceeding. 

iii. The amounts of money at issue are significant to low income 
consumers 

 
It should not go unnoticed that SureWest and the Small LECs and Joint 

Consumers attempted a very similar analysis to prove very different points.  On page 4 of 

their Opening Comments, SureWest and the Small LECs work through a scenario 

showing how much a consumer would pay up front to his or her carrier under both the 

prequalification and first contact scenarios.10  Joint Consumers did something similar on 

page 7 of our Opening Comments.  SureWest and the Small LECs calculated these 

numbers to demonstrate the potential back billing amounts for a customer found 

ineligible for LifeLine after a three month period of receiving discounts.  Joint 

Consumers demonstrated how much additional money, up front, SureWest and AT&T 

applicants to the LifeLine program would pay to set up service in a prequalification 

environment.   Joint Consumers calculated that a SureWest customer would pay almost 

$100 more up front for phone service than a LifeLine customer.  As SureWest and the 

Small LECs have acknowledged, this amount of money is a huge barrier for low income 

                                                 
9 R.06-05-028, Reply Comments of the Utility Reform Network and National Consumer Law Center, 
Affidavit of Trevor Roycroft at p. 4, September 15, 2006. 
10 It was difficult to get an apples to apples comparison.  For example, SureWest and Small LECs did not 
include possible deposit amounts that a customer would have to pay if deemed a credit risk that would 
otherwise be waived automatically if the customer was a LifeLine customer.  That would increase the 
amount a SureWest and Small LECs customer would have to pay by at least $38.   In its calculations, Joint 
Consumers used a $49 connection/installation fee for a SureWest and Small LECs customer found on the 
SureWest and Small LECs web site.  SureWest and Small LECs, however, used a $25 connection fee from 
its tariff (CAL P.U.C. Schedule A.28, Sec. 28.2.1.).  It is unclear which connection fees would apply.   
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customers, potentially forcing many to forego phone service because they cannot afford 

such one-time expenditures.11   Joint Consumers note that such a scenario is exactly what 

the LifeLine program is designed to prevent, and, if the program is set up in such a way 

to generate these fees, it prequalification process would undermine the fundamental 

purpose of the low income program generally.  

iv. Efforts to promote synergies with other programs should not 
be used to justify prequalification 

 
Joint Consumers take issue with the Joint Utilities over simplified advocacy of 

prequalification.12  The Joint Utilities’ main motive appears to be their statement that a 

prequalification system would “better-align” the LifeLine program with the CARE 

program.  As discussed below, Joint Consumers are strong supporters of harnessing 

synergies among the various low income programs in the state to benefit consumers and 

eventually create a streamlined process that will simplify applications for all of the 

programs.  However, moving to prequalification to facilitate this future goal is premature 

and counterproductive.  There are many issues, not just prequalification, to be addressed 

before moving to a combined application process.  Nevertheless, as discussed below, the 

Commission does not need prequalification to move forward.  Joint Consumers believe 

that even in a first contact environment for LifeLine, there are some things that can and 

should be done right now to work with the other programs under a first contact process.   

v. Prequalification is not in the interest of low income consumers 
 

While Joint Consumers appreciate the proposals of some carriers to “mitigate” the 

impacts of a prequalification process, such proposals demonstrate that prequalification 

may be in the carriers’ best interest, but it is not in the customers’ best interest.  If a 
                                                 
11 SureWest and Small LECs Opening at p. 4. 
12 Joint Utilities Opening at pp. 1-2. 
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prequalification system is adopted, SureWest and the Small LECs’ proposals that the 

certification process be streamlined to one month, payment of connection fees be spread 

out over three months and additional methods of application be developed would not only 

help, but be required to protect the goals and integrity of the LifeLine program.  

Importantly, these efforts would also likely reduce the amount of back billing that may 

happen, since ineligible customers would be taken off the program faster, thereby 

eliminating a need to move to prequalification.    

Perhaps SureWest and the Small LECs said it best with the euphemistic statement 

that customers would be “encouraged” to send in their paperwork in a timely fashion 

under a prequalification system in order to receive their credits.13  Joint Consumers would 

put it a slightly different way.  Under a prequalification system, customers would be 

forced to pay money they do not owe as LifeLine customers, and can only cross their 

fingers that once they’ve submitted their paperwork the process (over which they 

generally have no control) goes smoothly so they can get reimbursed as quickly as 

possible. 

III. THE PRINCIPLE OF UNIVERSAL SERVICE WOULD BE 
COUNTERMANDED BY THE ELIMINATION OF INCOME-BASED 
ELIGIBILITY. 

 Some parties argue that elimination of income-based eligibility would lead to 

simplification and greater efficiency in the certification and verification processes.14  

These parties ignore the operating principle of California’s LifeLine program that: 

[e]very means should be employed by the commission and telephone 
corporations operating within service areas which furnish lifeline 
telephone service to ensure that every person qualified to receive lifeline 
telephone service is informed of and is afforded the opportunity to 
subscribe to that service. (Cal. Public Util. Code § 871.5(c)). 

                                                 
13 SureWest and Small LECs Opening at p. 5.   
14 See Verizon Opening at pp. 6-7; AT&T Opening at pp. 6-7. 
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Elimination of income-based eligibility would remove a significant and long-standing 

means through which Californians subscribe to LifeLine and would violate § 871.5(c).  

Program-based eligibility alone cannot achieve California’s objective of universal 

service.  As many parties state, the Commission should not make a change to the 

LifeLine eligibility processes without reliable evidence that use of only program-based 

eligibility can satisfy California’s universal service principles.15  

 AT&T argues that the percentage of Ohio LifeLine participants who enrolled 

through income-based criteria diminished from 20% in 2004 to 4% in 2007 after Ohio’s 

implementation of Federal Communications Commission Report and Order 04-87 

eliminating self-certification.16   Based on this data, AT&T posits that California can 

eliminate income-based eligibility without losing eligible customers.17 However, there is 

nothing to show that those income-eligible participants lost in Ohio were able to certify 

through program-based eligibility.  These eligible participants may have simply stopped 

participating in the program.  Certainly, as the past months have demonstrated, 

subsequent to California’s implementation of FCC Order 04-87, a significant and 

troubling number of previously self-certifying income-eligible participants have dropped 

from the program.  The data from Ohio does not in any way demonstrate that most of the 

participants using income-based enrollment will simply switch to program-based 

enrollment. 

 As Joint Consumers pointed out in Opening Comments, income-based enrollment 

onto LifeLine is currently utilized by a significant number, 20% of program participants 

                                                 
15 See Cox Opening at p. 4; SureWest and Small LECs Opening at p. 7; Joint Utilities Opening at p. 3. 
16 See AT&T Opening at p. 6.   
17 See id at p. 7. 
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in California.18   AT&T states that removing income-based enrollment will allow 

applicants to realize the convenience of program-based enrollment and make a switch.19  

It is ironic that AT&T is suggesting that a reduction in flexibility and choices for the 

LifeLine program will somehow increase a customer’s convenience.  Nevertheless, it 

should be the customer who decides which method of qualification is most convenient.  

Indeed, the convenience of program-based enrollment is currently available to applicants, 

yet a significant percentage of participants continue to utilize income-based enrollment.  

This option should remain open to them. 

 Joint Consumers do not accept that the Ohio data demonstrate that Ohio’s 

previously income-certifying participants are largely transitioning to program-based 

eligibility.  However, assuming that the data from Ohio demonstrated this transition, 

there is nothing to show that this would be the case in California as well.  California and 

Ohio have very different populations and situations.  One indication of a significant 

difference is that, subsequent to implementation of FCC Order 04-87, only 4% of Ohio’s 

applicants continued to utilize income-based enrollment (which could still represent 

thousands of consumers), whereas California’s applicants continue to utilize income-

based enrollment at a much higher rate of 20%.  California also has a much larger low-

income population than Ohio, so the actual number of applicants who may opt to use 

income-eligibility is also higher. There must be a reason for this significant difference. 

 One reason may be that California has a much greater population of 

undocumented immigrants, both in terms of absolute numbers and as a percentage of the 

                                                 
18 This estimate was provided by a Solix representative at the December 5, 2007 Implementation Working 
Group conference call. 
19 See AT&T Opening at p. 6. 
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total population.20  Most of the programs through which LifeLine eligibility may be 

established are unavailable to undocumented immigrants.21  Moreover, undocumented 

immigrants who do not have children in the household are not eligible for any of the 

programs – elimination of income-based eligibility would mean elimination of this 

significant category of LifeLine eligible participants.22  For a significant number of 

persons, income-based processes are the only means of establishing LifeLine eligibility. 

 Verizon points out that some potentially eligible persons, particularly 

undocumented immigrants, live in a cash economy, may not have appropriate proof of 

income, and thus would have difficulty applying to LifeLine through income-based 

enrollment.23  While this may be true, such persons marginalized from the mainstream 

economy are also likely to not participate in government public benefits programs or may 

be ineligible for the programs, as shown above.  Undocumented immigrants, and even 

documented immigrants, both of which California has in disproportionate numbers 

relative to population, participate in public benefits programs at a lower rate than other 

low-income citizens.24  One of the reasons that undocumented immigrants do not apply 

for public benefits is because of restrictions against documented immigrants’ receipt of 

                                                 
20 California’s undocumented population was estimated at 2,400,000 and Ohio’s at 100,000-150,000 in 
2002-2004. See Estimates of the Size and Characteristics of the Undocumented Population, Pew Hispanic 
Center, March 2005, Table 1.  The report is available at http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/44.pdf.  
California’s general population is 33.87 million and Ohio’s is 11.35 million, based on 2000 Census data.  
21 Undocumented immigrants are only eligible for the National School Lunch Free Lunch Program, 
Women, Infants and Children and Healthy Families Category A. See Verizon Opening at p. 8. 
22 While the exact number of undocumented households without children in California is not known, the 
number should be significant given the estimated population of 2,400,000 undocumented residents in 
California. See n. 20 
23 See Verizon Opening at p. 8 
24 See Facts About Immigrants’ Low Use of Health Services and Public Benefits, National Immigration 
Law Center, September 2006, p. 1.  For example, although non-citizens constitute 8% of the U.S. 
population (and more of the low-income population) non-citizens are only 3% of the recipients of Food 
Stamps in the U.S. See id, p. 2. 
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public benefits, or because of misunderstanding of these restrictions.25  These 

immigrants, documented and undocumented would be cut off from access to LifeLine if 

income-certification were eliminated. 

 Verizon states that immigrants from countries where residents have a distrust of 

government may not be willing to supply income information to the phone company, 

which may be identified as a government entity.26 However, such persons would also be 

much less likely to enroll in public benefits programs and supply documentation to an 

actual government agency.  For individuals in a cash economy without paychecks, 

income-based LifeLine enrollment is still a potential option, if they file income tax 

returns.27  Income-based enrollment is the only enrollment option for many people on the 

fringes of California’s economy. 

 SureWest and the Small LECs point out that as more applicants utilize any new 

systems put in place to streamline enrollment in LifeLine, the number of participants who 

utilize income-based certification may diminish, but the Commission should not 

eliminate this option at the current time.28  Joint Consumers agree with many parties that 

greater efficiency may result from greater reliance on revised certification and enrollment 

processes such as automatic enrollment and web-based enrollment.  However, income-

based enrollment must not be eliminated.29   

                                                 
25 See id, p. 3.  For example, most documented immigrants cannot receive federal Medicaid, TANF, Food 
Stamps, or SSI during their first five years or longer in the U.S., regardless of how much they have worked 
or paid in taxes.   
26 See id.   
27 Undocumented immigrants may file income tax returns using a tax payer identification number in lieu of 
a social security number. 
28 See SureWest and Small LECs Opening at p. 7.   
29 While income-based enrollment may not be as efficient as program-based enrollment, smaller numbers 
of applicants utilizing income-based enrollment will result in lower costs to process these applications.   
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 The existence of an income-based enrollment processes in no way deters the 

development of web-based enrollment, automatic enrollment or any other efficient 

enrollment process.  The Commission should encourage such programs to develop 

without eliminating income-based enrollment.  AT&T argues that the existence of 

income-based enrollment prevents a more efficient paper application process for 

program-based enrollment.30  The Commission may easily streamline the paper 

application process for program-based enrollment without eliminating income-based 

enrollment.  Joint Consumers support the development of more efficient LifeLine 

application and enrollment processes.  However, income-based enrollment in no way 

prevents this development and should not be eliminated. 

IV. THE COMMISSION SHOULD PHASE-IN COORDINATION WITH 
OTHER COMMISSION LOW-INCOME PROGRAMS IN SHORT-TERM 
AND LONG-TERM STEPS 

 
While many of the parties were supportive or noted the benefits to coordination 

with other low-income programs,31 many of the Opening Comments focus on a longer-

term synchronization of the Commission’s low-income programs.  Parties focused on 

more long-term measures of a single application,32 and synchronized databases,33 and 

focused on discrepancies between eligibility criteria in various programs and on privacy 

concerns.34  More complete synchronization with other low-income programs would 

greatly benefit California’s low-income utility consumers.  Nevertheless, and as other 

parties have noted, this is a huge undertaking that will require additional attention 

                                                 
30 See AT&T Comments at p. 6 
31 Joint Consumers Opening at p.13; AT&T Opening at p.8; Division of Ratepayer Advocates Opening at p. 
7. Joint Utilities at p.3. 
32 Verizon Opening at p. 9; DRA Opening at p. 7.  
33 AT&T Opening at 8. 
34 AT&T Opening at 8; Verizon Opening at 9; Joint Utilities at pp. 3-4; Division of Ratepayer Advocates 
Opening at pp.7-8. 
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(possibly through workshops or through a separate proceeding, as recommended by 

several parties).  Joint Consumers, however, note that the ACR asked much broader 

questions:  “how we might tie in with other low-income programs” (ACR at p. 7)  and “Is 

there some way that a customer could sign up for all low-income programs administered 

by the Commission at one time?” (emphasis added) (ACR at p. 7). 

A. Measures Possible in the Short-Term 

Joint Consumers urge the Commission to act immediately on several simple 

measures to “tie in” LifeLine with other low-income programs.  At the outset, 

coordinated outreach and education about the various utility assistance programs is an 

immediately achievable goal.  The Commission could develop a brief document that 

describes each existing low-income utility assistance program, including LIHEAP, along 

with a very brief description of where the consumer can go for more information on a 

particular program.  The Commission could then strongly encourage each of the entities 

administering these programs (companies, agencies and agents of the Commission) to use 

this as part of their outreach materials.  This agencies and companies could also list this 

information on their websites, as could the Commission.  Utilities, community-based 

organizations and Commission staff and contractors working on low-income outreach 

could jointly sponsor a booth at community events to promote the program and distribute 

synthesized information about the programs in other ways.  Energy, telephone and water 

companies and Commission staff could sponsor and/or hold joint trainings for front-line 

poverty groups about all the utility low-income assistance programs.  Joint Consumers 

also urge that the state’s Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) be 

included in these efforts, since this is a large federally funded energy assistance program 
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that could serve some consumers who are not familiar with all of the Commission’s low-

income utility assistance programs.   

Another measure that is possible in the short-term is to encourage water and 

energy utilities to promote the LifeLine program on their applications.35  Joint Consumers 

note that PG&E’s CARE/FERA program application for single-family customers (rev. 

06/01/07) has a section on the form that lists other utility payment assistance programs 

and services for which the applicant may qualify, including LIHEAP (refers customers to 

the Department of Community Services and Development and provides a number for 

more information) and ULTS (tells customers to call their local phone company for more 

information).  Sempra Energy’s CARE application (form 6491-B (12/07) EN) also 

contains similar information on LIHEAP and ULTS.  San Diego Gas and Electric’s 

brochure/application for CARE & FERA also contains a section entitled, “You May Also 

Qualify For,” which lists programs such as LIHEAP (refers customers to the Department 

of Community Services and Development and provides a number for more information) 

and California LifeLine/ULTS (refers customers to their local phone company for more 

information).  Other energy utilities such as Southern California Edison’s CARE 

application (Rev 6/07) and Southwest Gas Corporation have a sentence after the signature 

line regarding “Other Programs and Services You May Qualify For” that lists LIHEAP.  

Such forms could readily be modified to also include the LifeLine program similar to 

PG&E’s, SDGE’s and Sempra’s applications. 

In return, the LifeLine application could be modified to also include a section 

regarding “Other Programs and Services You May Qualify For:” that includes CARE, 
                                                 
35 Joint Utilities state that without further Commission direction in R.07-01-042, they could automatically 
enroll some California LifeLine customers who participate in certain public assistance programs because 
they are currently being accepted by the utility programs.  (Joint Utilities Opening at p. 3)  
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LIEE, LIHEAP and the low-income water assistance programs (LIRA).36  This measure, 

which takes the opportunity to promote other low-income utility assistance programs to 

potentially receptive consumers who already have an interest in one utility assistance 

program, LifeLine, is one that can be accomplished in the very short-term.   

As for whether there is “some way that a customer could sign up for all low-

income programs administered by the Commission at one time” (emphasis added) (ACR 

at p. 7), Joint Consumers point to the invaluable role that community based organizations 

(CBOs) can play as front line outreach for these low-income programs.  Joint Consumers 

have been pressing for a larger role for CBOs in the outreach and education of LifeLine, 

and we urge the Commission to work with the LifeLine Marketing contractor and the 

energy and water utilities to find ways to coordinate outreach work with the CBOs.    

B. Longer-Term Measures  

Joint Consumers have noticed that in other states, LIHEAP program applications 

have gone further than merely seeking to educate consumers regarding other utility low-

income assistance programs, as recommended above in the short-term measures section.  

These other states actively facilitate enrollment of LIHEAP customers into their LifeLine 

programs.  In Opening Comments, Joint Consumers pointed out one important synergy is 

the sharing of information regarding enrolled low-income program customers between 

utilities.37  Several state LIHEAP programs have included a section on their application 

form that would allow a LIHEAP applicant to clearly indicate permission to share 

personal information for the purpose of facilitating enrollment in LifeLine (as LIHEAP 

                                                 
36 Joint Utilities ask customers to share their information for enrollment in other programs, but no such 
provision is being required of California LifeLine (Joint Utilities Opening at p. 4)  
 
37 Joint Consumers Opening at pp.13-14. 
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enrollment automatically qualifies a customer for LifeLine in those states).  For example, 

in New Mexico, the LIHEAP application contains a brief section about that state’s Low 

Income Telephone Assistance Program (LITAP):   

 

 
 
 
New York’s LIHEAP application contains the following language regarding LifeLine: 
 

 
 
Vermont’s LIHEAP application contains the following language regarding LifeLine: 
 

 
 
Massachusetts’ LifeLine application contains the following language regarding 

information sharing for heating and utility benefits: 

 
AUTHORIZATION - INFORMATION SHARING FOR HEATING 
AND UTILITY DISCOUNTS AND BENEFITS 
 
I authorize the AGENCY to provide my heating company/utility and my 
secondary energy company/utility with information concerning my Fuel 
Assistance application if this could result in a discounted heating/energy 
bill. 
 
I further authorize the AGENCY to share my name and address, 
identifying me as a Fuel Assistance recipient, with my telephone and other 
supplier/company/utility information if this could result in a discount or 
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other benefit from the supplier/company/utility. The AGENCY may also 
request that I supply account number information for this purpose. 
 
I understand that this authorization is for my benefit and I do not have to 
agree in order to receive assistance under this application.  I have read the 
above authorization and agree to its terms; however, if I do not agree, I 
will so indicate on the front of this application (under the Applicant 
Signature section) in accordance with instructions from the AGENCY.      
(italics added) 

 
 

Joint Consumers urge the Commission to reach out to the Department of 

Community Services and Development to seek their cooperation in modifying their 

LIHEAP application to include a brief section, along the lines of what the other state 

LIHEAP programs cited above have done, to promote the sharing of LIHEAP customers’ 

information with Solix for the sole purpose of enrollment into the LifeLine program.   

Such efforts would be permissible and helpful to consumers.  Nevertheless, 

Verizon attempts to  put the brakes on coordination of low-income programs by 

mistakenly assuming that eligibility for CARE and LIEE is based on self certification of 

income.38  Joint Utilities respond that CARE eligibility is based on self certification of 

program participation as well as income (subject to random income verification) and that 

LIEE allows for qualification based on participation in a means tested program or 

documentation of income eligibility except in geographical areas targeted by the utility 

where demographics indicated customers in those areas meet the income eligibility 

guidelines (in those limited instances, self-certification is allowed).39  Indeed, there is a 

large area of overlap between the CARE, LIEE, LIRA (which tend to rely on CARE 

                                                 
38 Verizon Opening at p. 9. 
39 Joint Utilities Reply at p.3. 
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eligibility criteria) and LifeLine eligibility, and this area of overlap is where coordination 

of the programs should first be focused.40  

 Other parties have recommended a separate proceeding and/or workshops to 

pursue synergies of utility low-income programs.41  Joint Consumers are not opposed to 

this for the development of longer-term measures such as those described above, and the 

consumer groups would be active participants in such further proceedings.  However, 

Joint Consumers do not believe that this separate track would be necessary to initiate the 

types of measures listed above that are achievable in the near future.   We urge the 

Commission to begin implementing those measures as soon as possible for the 

convenience and benefit of low-income consumers in California.   

 

 

                                                 
40 Areas of Program Overlap (in bold):   
 
Program Eligibility 
 
CARE      CA LifeLine 
Medi-Cal     Medicaid/MediCal 
Food Stamps     Food Stamps 
TANF      TANF  
WIC      WIC 
LIHEAP     LIHEAP 
Healthy Families A&B    Healthy Families A 
  
      SSI 
      Federal Public Housing Assistance (Sect.8) 
      NSL 
      Tribal TANF 
      BIA GA 
      Tribal Head Start 

Tribal NSL 
 
 
LifeLine income eligibility is less than CARE and LIEE, so income eligible LifeLine customers could be 
enrolled in CARE and LIEE, while income-eligible CARE and LIEE customers could be targeted for 
LifeLine outreach since there are those customers who will be above the income cut-off.    
41 Joint Utilities Reply at p. 2; AT&T Opening at p. 9; Division of Ratepayer Advocates Opening at p.7. 
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V. WEB-BASED SYSTEM / SYNERGIES WITH OTHER PROGRAMS 
 

None of the parties expressed opposition to a web-based system that might 

provide synergies with other low-income programs;42 Joint Utilities have suggested 

additional Commission workshops to determine viability, design, implementation and 

cost details for such a system.  Likewise, the Division of Ratepayer Advocates urges the 

Commission to implement a workshop to explore this issue in more detail, while 

explaining that it cannot adequately assess the existing system nor compare it to other 

states until Solix has released its fully developed version.   

Joint Consumers are mostly in agreement with DRA and Joint Utilities, in that we 

believe that the ideal LifeLine web-based system should provide an online enrollment 

application, and the eventual goal should be an online universal point of entry for all 

consumers to access multiple low-income programs. Joint Consumers also note that other 

state web-enrollment sites have features that the Commission should also consider, such 

as the option for consumers to make a preliminary determination of whether they believe 

they are eligible for a benefit.43  Nevertheless, Joint Consumers recognize that even an 

effective web portal only for LifeLine is not a simple feat.  Creating such a portal would 

require sustained attention and likely one or more workshops to address issues such as 

who could access the site, how many times an applicant could access the site to complete 

an application, whether the applicant would be able to use the site to make a preliminary 

determination as to whether he or she was eligible (especially important in catching those 

just above the income eligibility cut off), whether the applicant would have the ability to 

signal to the Administrator that pre-entered information is incorrect (e.g., spelling of 

                                                 
42Some Parties did, however, express concerns about incompatible eligibility standards between those 
programs, as discussed further in section IV, supra.  
43 Joint Consumers Opening at  pp. 14-17. 
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customer name, customer address, current local provider), and other technical and 

substantive issues.  A broader portal would likely require a separate proceeding to 

address additional issues such as privacy and security of personal data concerns and 

qualification criteria.  Joint Consumers would support all of these efforts.  However, Joint 

Consumers do not want the complexity of the eventual goals to be used as an excuse to 

limit immediate action. 

Further, Joint Consumers echo the Division of Ratepayer Advocates in its 

comment that a web-based system cannot and should not be the only, or even primary, 

means of enrollment for low income consumers.  Joint Consumers believe that the 

Commission must still make available all the traditional mail-in forms, not least because 

low-income consumers are likely to be on the wrong side of the “digital divide,” and web 

systems as currently under discussion would not necessarily permit CBOs to effectively 

assist consumers in completing an online application.  Moreover, any web-based system 

must be accessible to screen readers as the Commission moves forward with LifeLine 

(and the other low-income programs).   

While considering these issues and moving to implement them, Joint Consumers believe 

that the Commission must develop an interim solution during the course of the current 

proceeding.  This could be a central web portal that is, if nothing else, a place to compile 

information regarding the various low-income programs in one convenient location.  In 

addition, some tool to allow consumers to check and see if they are income-eligible (with 

clear notices that this is merely a tool to assist consumers and not an official eligibility 

determination) would be an added benefit.   An information portal should not be 

complicated nor expensive for the Commission to develop and promote, and would 
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provide a valuable tool to some low-income consumers, and most particularly the CBOs 

that serve those consumers.  The website could also include simple but important features 

such as, e.g. a box for consumers to check to indicate interest in related low-income 

programs, and contact information for consumers to initiate the application process. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 The Commission cannot enact prequalification or eliminate income-based 

enrollment, measures that would deter eligible participants from applying to the LifeLine 

program.  Joint Consumers dispute the supposed benefits of efficiency and cost savings 

that supporters of these measures tout.  However, even if some of these benefits exist, 

they are outweighed by the tens of thousands of eligible applicants that would be 

eliminated from the program.  Rather, the Commission should seek greater efficiency in 

enrollment procedures in a positive manner, by seeking to coordinate enrollment 

processes with other low-income programs and by enacting a web-based enrollment 

system. 

 

January 18, 2008     Respectfully Submitted: 

             __________/s/_____________ 

 
 
Christine Mailloux 
TURN 
711 Van Ness Avenue, Suite 350 
San Francisco, CA 94102 
cmailloux@turn.org     

        By Melissa W. Kasnitz, On Behalf of  
        Joint Consumers 
          
         Disability Rights Advocates 
         2001 Center Street, Third Floor 
         Berkeley, CA 94705 
         pucservice@dralegal.org 

 
Enrique Gallardo 
Latino Issues Forum 
160 Pine Street, Suite 700 
San Francisco, CA 94111 
lifcentral@lif.org 

          
         Olivia Wein 
         National Consumer Law Center 
         1001 Connecticut Ave, NW, Ste 510 
         Washington, DC 20036 
         owein@nclcdc.org 
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